This is an experimental review essay responding to Michael Marder's Plant-Thinking: A
The main objective of this essay is to think through Marder's claim that "plants … are not mere objects to be studied and classified; they are also agents in the production of meaning." 1 Marder defines "meaning" in a very broad sense, as both what is implied or explicitly signified and what is communicated. The inference is that plants do not just receive their significance from humans, but instead are actively involved in the process of signification in a range of ways. For those already convinced by Marder's argument, this claim will be easy to agree with. Discerning the critical implications of situating plants as agential meaning-makers capable of meddling with ostensibly human sign systems is more difficult. Thus, I take up Marder's notions of plant "nourishment," "desire" and "language" to explore this question further. I have chosen these concepts because they directly challenge human exceptionalist modes of thought. I then !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! ! Although I agree with these criticisms, what I really like about Marder's project is his direct fight with the anthropocentric philosophical hegemony. Moreover, while I am generally sceptical of the "Trojan horse" strategy of trying to take structures down from within, Marder's disciplinary rigour makes his ambush of the canon particularly successful. The result is a revelation of plant difference. In other words, plants do things that humans and animals dothey desire, they seek and secure nourishment and communicate in a form of language-but they do so in strikingly different ways. By reflecting on how the conceptual differences between plant and animal/human life interrupt and potentially shape human signification systems, Marder's work contributes to the posthumanist project of decentring the human by specifically challenging the long philosophical tradition that supports human exceptionalism in its own terms.
Plant Nourishment (The Garden of Bad Flowers)
For Marder, one of the key ways in which plants are agents in the production of meaning is their capacity to nourish themselves. In contrast to most animals, a category that here includes humans, who have to move around in order to hunt or forage for food, plants lack this obvious locomotive capacity and so they have to find nutrition in other ways. Despite being ostensibly immobile, in the sense that they have roots planted in the ground rather than legs, fins, tails or wings, plants metabolise water and nutrients from the soil through their roots, and air and the light of the sun through their leaves.
5 It is through this unique capacity for nourishment that they grow and change, or "spread themselves on the surface of the planet" 6 and produce their own significance. The story of the basil planted in Gabrielle de Vietri's installation, The Garden of Bad Flowers (The Garden) offers a way of understanding the idea of plant nutrition as a kind of meaning-making process that troubles human systems of signification as well. This observation then opens up space for a critique of the artwork in a way that accounts for the basil's own mode of being.
The Garden was commissioned for the 2014 Biennale of Sydney, but it is now in my backyard in the Sydney suburb of Earlwood.
7 With a large-scale state-funded artwork on our
The immobility of plants is a contentious topic, but certainly from the perspective of the human, an individual plant does not appear to move in the same way as an individual animal does. Here I write in concert with the phenomenological perspective that Marder maps in his book: plants do not appear to walk around and, to a large extent our understanding of plants is based on this assumption. 6 Marder, 41. 7 The artwork is in my backyard because I met the artist through a friend of a friend on Facebook. She was looking for performance lectures as part of her installation. I contracted to be part of her work when something major happened. A Sydney scholar and activist, Matthew Kiem, called for artists to boycott the Biennale due to links between their founding sponsor, Transfield, and the Australian Government's offshore detention of asylum seekers seeking refuge in Australia. De Vietri is an activist and became the spokesperson for the boycotting artists. Her work was one of the first withdrawn in protest. The boycott had a lot of media coverage. When Transfield's Luca Belgiorno Nettis resigned from the board of the Biennale, most of the boycotting artists decided to participate in the exhibition. De Vietri, in contrast, decided to remain boycotted for two main reasons. Firstly, because this year's event was still funded by Transfield and she viewed the split between the two entities as designed to make the "problem" go away, rather than any especially principled move on the part of the Biennale. Second, because as she began working with the plants by this point, their liveliness became more ! ! doorstep, the responsibility for its care weighs heavily on our shoulders. Tending a plant-based artwork is almost a nightmare for an aesthete, largely because despite the weight of the responsibility, our "response-ability" 8 Of course the plants do not identify in this way. They are trying to nourish themselves by metabolising water, minerals and sunlight that care little for the floriographic tradition. The garden was meant to be abundant and beautiful and surprise the visitor by offering a pleasant aesthetic experience in contrast to the plants' historically negative meanings, such as injustice (hops) and despair (grief), for example. Suffice to say, the garden did not grow as planned. This is not due to neglect, but largely because the plants are developing unevenly and at a radically different pace to the events and open days we held to exhibit these plants and their negative significances.
9
Take the basil as an example. Basil signifies 'hatred' in the historical traditions explored by the artist. Of the dozens of basil seedlings planted for the garden, only a few developed into proper plants beyond their emergent growth. It turns out that despite planning with regards to sunlight, the spot selected for these seedlings is still too shady for most of the little ones to grow (figure 1). Some very lucky plants and a few other sidekicks photosynthesised a bit more sunlight than their siblings because of a surprising gap in the foliage of one of the trees on the western side of the yard. Thus, the ones with almost accidental access to about an hour's more sun grew to between 20 and 50 centimetres more than the others during the time the exhibition was open to the public. But the majority did not grow and waited in the cold wintry soil for the earth to move around the sun, for the south pole to be tilted toward its rays and for the antipodean days to grow longer once more. The Garden's abundance did come, but not until Spring provided more light for the seedlings' nutrition.
apparent and in a temporary installation on an island, their lives were somehow devalued. They'd be better, she said, tended by a group of people at my home, which we call Earlwood Farm. One way of reading this lively patchiness is as a criticism of both the artist's process and my labour as caretaker of the artwork; a work of this order requires more than just the planting of plants in boxes, but rather a long-term strategy for cultivating the desired abundance. That said, the work is better off at my home than in a major institution, governed by the anthropocentric time-lines common to all major arts events and institutions. The plants were transplanted in the antipodean April and exhibited over Winter, which is not a time when most seedlings and saplings experience a period of growth. And, taking into account the last minute shift in location for the exhibition of the artwork, from a place within Biennale to a suburban backyard, such planning would be even more difficult.
11
But rather than just describing the work as a failure because the anticipated outcome did not materialise in the appropriate time frame, Marder's notion of "plant nourishment" enables a new set of questions about the work to emerge. How are the plants "agents in the production of meaning" in this artwork? How do the plants themselves participate in the creation of the work? The contention here is that this failure of the basil to grow to the desired aesthetic following the timeline of the exhibition, reveals the potential gap between the meanings that flowers have been awarded by humans historically and the meanings plants generate in themselves by gathering nutrients from the soil and sun and growing into larger plants. In the context of The Garden, the plants are supposed to deliver a paradoxical surprise that a fragrant and healthy herb could be thought to signify hatred, but the basil plants did not deliver this significance due to lack of nourishment. By way of a lack of nourishment then, the basil's particular mode of becoming-with light, air, water, minerals and nutrients becomes apparent.
Moreover, these plants are also active in redefining the word "bad" in the work's title,
The Garden of Bad Flowers. Where "bad" previously referred to the human meanings given to the plants, these plants are now bad in the sense that they are physically disobedient and
disruptive, like bad kids in the playground refusing to play by the rules. But they are not just "bad apples," or exceptions to the rule. Rather they demonstrate a deeper truth; when making artwork with living plants, artists will always be collaborating with the plants themselves and they will take a role in shaping the artwork. Indeed, if we want to work with live plants as collaborators in the production of art, both individuals and institutions would likely benefit from what Marder describes as "respect for plant time;" 12 respecting plant time means allowing plants to grow when they grow. Respectful creative collaboration can happen if, and only if, the different temporality inhabited by plants is factored into the artistic process. 13 For, as this "bad" basil has shown us, they are active in the creative process anyway because they are agents in the production of meaning.
Plant Desire (Daphne)
Human desires have long shaped our reading practices. As narrative theorist Peter Brooks long ago argued, writers' encourage their readers to identify with the desire of the hero of their story and by way of that identification we comprehend the overall meaning of a narrative.
14 Although feminist and queer theorists have laboured to promote alternative models for reading desire, 15 our interpretation of story is routinely shaped by this phallocentric habit. Moreover, even guided by feminist and queer theory, reading remains a largely anthropocentric practice.
Rethinking plant desire by way of Marder offers a way of decentering both masculine and human desire as the primary mode of apprehending meaning in story, while at the same time recognising the more-than-human world of plants. Here I will unfold this idea by taking up Marder's concept of "plant desire" in a reading of the story of Daphne from Ovid's
Metamorphoses.
In the margins of Western philosophy, the question of whether or not plants desire has circulated since the Classical age. In Plant-thinking Marder takes a side in the debate and argues that plants do desire, but not in any conventional way of understanding the concept. Marder's position rejects the idea of desire as an explicitly individualised sexual drive to reproduce; moreover, it is contrary to the idea that plants are able to capture human desires for their benefit, which Michael Pollan famously argues in the popular work The Botany of 
!

Desire.
16 Rather, it is more closely aligned with what John Ryan calls floraesthesis, which is a way of "theoretically articulating the bodily complexities between flora and humans … where the 'rational subject' (i.e. the human) and the 'perceptual object' (i.e. the wildflower) are immersed in a field of sensation where subject/object binaries do not hold."
17
In Plant-thinking plants' desire for nourishment and the unique way in which such desire is satisfied, challenges how we understand desire itself.
18 For Marder, plant desire reveals their radical ontology: "The plant is the most desiring being of all, precisely because it is the one most dependent on exteriority." 19 Plants are, for Marder, superficial beings. All surfaces of a plant's body want something from the world. This vegetal polymorphous perversity does not strive to develop into any normative model of desire tied to sexual organs or sexual dimorphism and reproduction; instead, plant reproduction is largely accidental and non-monogamous, inter-elemental and interspecies; sunlight, birds, bees, flying foxes, humans, gravity, wind and water are all involved. The "superficial" and yet transgressive model of desire presents the opportunity to rethink the structure of desire in the story of Daphne's metamorphosis into a tree. The story goes like this. Cupid plays a trick on Apollo by shooting two arrows "one is for rousing attraction, the other is meant to repel it;" 20 the arrows hit Apollo and Daphne respectively. Apollo then rabidly pursues Daphne and she flees his advances. Daphne eventually calls to her father for help and he responds with the gift of metamorphosis:
She had hardly ended her prayer when a heavy numbness came over her body; her soft white bosom was ringed in a layer of bark, her hair was turned into foliage, her arms into branches. The feet that had run so nimbly were sunk into sluggish roots; her head was confined in a treetop; and all that remained was her beauty.
21
The conventional way of reading this story is to see Daphne as a symbol of chastity, virginity and beauty, but with very little desire of her own. Historically she is revered and reified as chastity because the metamorphosis allows her to escape Apollo's sexual desire and her virtuous beauty is objectified in the laurel tree. Even after the transformation, Apollo remains the desiring character in this way of telling the story. He wants to sexually possess Daphne even as a tree, but the form of the tree prevents that possibility:
Tree though she was, Apollo still loved her. Caressing the trunk with his hand, he could feel the heart still fluttering under the new bark. 
! !
Seizing the branches, as though they were limbs, in his arms embrace, he pressed his lips to the wood; but the wood still shrank from his kisses.
22
Now unable to rape Daphne, Apollo sublimates his desire by using the tree as a symbol of victory. Daphne is borne into symbolism by way of attempted rape and the laurel tree retains this significance today. There ends the tale.
In a description of Ovid's plot, using normative gender stereotypes and focusing on the human story, Daphne is clearly a symbol of chastity, the tree is symbol of victory and desire we identify with Apollo's masculine, sexual and unidirectional. The tricks of Cupid reveal the artifice of conventional storytelling by actively shaping the flow of desire with his arrows, a determined male in pursuit of reluctant female. Thus, in a reading governed by a conventional understanding of desire as human and masculine, Daphne does not have desire, the only desiring character is Apollo.
But Marder's understanding of plants as the most desiring beings of all provides access to another way of reading the flow of desire in this story, calling for attention to other parts of the plot and thus to opening up a new way of apprehending the meaning of the tale. Earlier in the story Daphne's desire to remain a virgin and to flee Apollo's advances is accompanied by a new love for plant life: "She joyed in the forest lairs and in the spoils of captive beasts … Stubbornly single, she'd roam through the woodland thickets, without concern for the meaning of marriage or love or physical union."
23 Thinking about plants as desiring beings, reveals that Daphne does not lack desire, she just does not desire the sexual advances of Apollo. Cupid's arrow "repels" Apollo's but does not kill Daphne's desire for other living things. Rather the arrow can be seen as reorienting her desire, pointing it, so to speak, in another direction. In other words, the arrow makes the singular sexual desire of Apollo anathema to Daphne, and opens her up to a new way of being in the world. She no longer wants to be the object of someone else's desire; she now desires to live on her own terms, which is, in the first instance, as a human that does not want to be raped. After the metamorphosis, however, her desire to live on her own terms takes the form of a tree with multiple desires, for sunlight, water, air, minerals and nutrients and, in Marder's understanding of plant desire, this is not diminished desire, but rather desire made stronger and more extravagant. In this reading of the myth, guided by a new understanding of plant desire, the story is not about the hopeless flight of a damsel in distress into the illegible and immobile world of plants, but one of radical transformation into a new way of being in the world.
!
Alice was so astonished that she couldn't speak for a minute: it seemed to take her breath away. At length, as the Tiger-lily only went on waving about, she spoke again, in a timid voice-almost in a whisper. 'And can all the flowers talk?' 'As well as you can,' said the Tiger-lily. 'And a great deal louder'.
24
We might overlook Alice's wondrous encounter with the plants as the magical thinking of a child, or as what the world is like for an author on hallucinogens. Moreover, the problem with this representation of plant language is that it is entirely anthropomorphic. For Marder, plant language is not invisible and inaudible, but an aspect of their visible presence in the world. He contends that "plants, like all living beings, articulate themselves spatially; in a body language," this, he insists, is not a metaphor. Rather, Marder continues, "the language of plants belongs to a hypermaterialist tradition that is alive to spatial relations On the latter point, poets can lead the response to plant language from the perspective of changing written and spoken word; poets can teach us how to write with plants. Perhaps unsurprisingly Marder also turns to poetry to illustrate examples of plant language. This is unsurprising because poetry is an ostensibly human technology where the conventions of language are twisted, broken and remade by a desire to express something that language in its conventional forms cannot; the precise activity that acclaimed Australian eco-poet Peter Minter describes in Morning, Hyphen: "What better thing for poets to do right now than to begin in one language and end up in others."
31 It is not only poets who can likely best describe how plants are in the world, but poets can lead us into a new dialogue with plants because their life's labour is to hack the structure of language itself. Lewis Carroll's vignette can also be seen to challenge conventional modes of communication, if it is interpreted in another way. When Alice encounters the talking Tiger-lily she does not immediately know how to respond. "Alice was so astonished that she couldn't speak for a minute." 32 The shock of this new knowledge about plants' capacity to speak renders her mute. Alice, humbled by the shock has to rethink how she deploys language as speech in order to account for this surprising encounter. When she speaks again her attitude is changed; she speaks "in a timid voice-almost in a whisper" in order to ask if all plants can talk. In contrast, Tiger-lily is not a timid character, but a confident being in the world with a command of language not only equivalent to Alice's, but better; of course flowers can talk, she scoffs, and "a great deal louder" 33 than humans. Alice's encounter with the plants, from the perspective of understanding plants as agents in the production of meaning, is, in light of this paper, not nonsense, but the start of a surprising conversation that has the capacity to reshape how we understand these complex beings and, in turn, can and should transform how we understand ourselves. ! ***
